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Jean or John Rocque, 1705-62, came to England from 
France when about thirty, and set up business as a 
‘dessinateur des jardins’. These large-scale surveys gave 
him practice in the detailed mapping of land use which so 
characterises his county maps and also saw the evolution 
of his own system of conventional symbols. He did a great 
amount of surveying and established himself as “one of 
the most prolific and interesting mapmakers of the first 
half of the eighteenth century” (Phillips), providing a link 
between the blossoming French School and the emerging 
English cartography. The Surrey map was published six 
years after his death and one cannot be sure how much 

of the finished work is Rocque’s. The cartouche states “··· 
completed and engraved by Andrews”, a completion that 
was certainly up to date. 

Very few texts on historical geography, let alone 
history, make reference in their bibliographies to what 
should be one of their basic sources of information – the 
map. This apparent indifference to cartographic evidence 
is particularly poignant for the eighteenth century, a period 
in which comprehensive documentation was generally of 
a fragmentary and scattered nature and had yet to flower 
in the Board of Agriculture Reports. Furthermore, many 
of the large-scale county maps, in particular, presented 
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a wealth of detail (impossible to set out in written form) 
for a substantial and clearly marked area and for a narrow 
range of dates, thus providing, to use Rodger’s words, both 
“an unrivalled source of information” and an “essential” 
tool to the geographer, which has been all too little used.3 
This paper looks at one of the most outstanding of these 
county maps, Rocque’s map of Surrey at a scale of two 
inches to one mile, published in 1768,4 to support Rodger’s 
claim and hopefully encourage their further examination 
and use (Figure 1 ).

Harley has noted the tendency to “abandon” early 
map productions because they “fall short of a theoretical 
standard”,5 and this seems to have been the fate of the 
Surrey map (as of others), stigmatised as “diagrammatic” 
by Stamp in the Land Utilisation Survey for the county,6 

despite the earlier claim of Close that it was a “splendid” 
work.7 Stamp’s comment was in relation to the field 
boundaries alone, and comparison with contemporary 
estate plans would indicate their excessive size and 
inaccurate shape. 

However, a comparison of the county boundary as 
depicted by Rocque with a fairly modern Ordnance Survey 
map (which one assumes to be accurate) shows very 
little difference (Figure 2) and distances between clearly 
marked points on both maps are nearly the same – a crude 
test indicated an error of about thirty yards per mile, which 
is extremely accurate considering the unsophisticated 
instruments then in use.8 It would seem, therefore, that 
although Rocque was a most skilful surveyor, he was not 
too meticulous in presenting the details. Nevertheless, the 

Figure 1.

Figure 2.
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broad themes and general information given are sound and 
reveal a lot of interesting data.

No prospectus has yet been found for this map but 
its scope is indicated by the characteristically long list 
of conventional signs shown on Sheet VII which gives 
“roads and gates, turnpike roads, roads without hedges, 
foot-paths, windmills, parks, wildernesses, gardens, hills, 
heaths or commons, marshes, grass, ploughlands, rivers 
and locks, rivers and mills, rivers and bridges, rivulets 
and ponds”. The only difficulties in extracting information 
from Rocque’s map arise from the dubious distinction 
between open and enclosed arable – although most 
common fields are specifically named – and the hachuring 
which sometimes obscures the detail. A systematic study 
of the map’s content follows.

Arable land
That there is a clearly observable relationship between the 
land depicted as arable and the main geological outcrops 
indicates the general accuracy of Rocque’s work and 
validates the suggestion that he be called the country’s first 
land surveyor.9 The dominance of arable at this time is at 
once obvious from a perusal of a map of the county as 
a whole – a transcription is given in the Land Utilisation 
Survey of Stamp and Willatts – and also indicated by 
Figure 3, taken from Sheets V and VII. To the south of the 

Downs arable is dominant, and here on the Weald Clay 
is the chief corn growing district of Surrey. The ‘beads’ 
of white shown on Figure 3 mark the river pastures; if 
these are discounted as land not available for the plough, 
then the proportion of arable is indeed high. The odd 
spaces, still in this Wealden area, may suggest a random 
pattern given by Rocque, but the writer would suggest 
that Rocque was aware of the general pattern of land use, 
that odd fields were not arable, and that this is reflected in 
his map. Certainly his land use cannot be taken field by 
field, as indicated in the introduction, but area by area the 
depiction is valid. The pattern, therefore, shown for the 
Weald suggests that crop rotation of some form was being 
practised, with the pasture representing a fallow or rest 
crop. Stephenson, writing in 1809,10 noted that the Weald 
Clay required careful management and frequent summer 
fallowing, a statement that Rocque indirectly supports for 
the 1760s. Stephenson also noted that the Surrey Gault 
Clay was “singularly fertile” and “gives as good a wheat 
yield as anywhere”, a fact for which Rocque provides clear 
proof, depicting an almost continuous belt of arable along 
the Gault outcrop just to the south of the Downs.

Of perhaps greater interest is Rocque’s depiction 
of common fields along the northern edge of the Downs, 
extending through every one of these old parishes – Meroe, 
East and West Clandon, East and West Horsley, Effingham, 
Bookham, Fetcham, Leatherhead and Ashstead – so 
arranged to take advantage of the variety of soils found 
at the edge of the chalk escarpment. This again gives a 
positive indication of the extent of common fields in the 
1760s and supports written and estate plan evidence.11, 12

Arable land on the chalk downs is also extensive, 
though separated by large tracts of common and heath. 
The light soils being easier to cultivate, were probably the 
earliest to be used for crops, but may have reached nearly 
their maximum extent because of competition in land use 
with pasturage for sheep. Stephenson indicated this area 
as one noted for providing sheep pasturage and that “most 
of the remaining chalk lands were ploughed”. Other large 
patches of arable land are found on the London Clay, with 
pasturage provided by the many grassy commons. These 
arable patches indicated that, if laboured upon, this strong 
and water-retentive soil could provide a good yield. The 
engrossing of heaths and commons will be discussed later.

The pattern of arable land use that Rocque shows is 
thus seen as gaining a deal of support, particularly from the 
later agricultural review of Stephenson; it reveals the pre-
eminently rural Surrey largely devoted to wheat, for which 
it was one of the main producing counties, and which 
had led to Farnham being claimed as the “greatest corn 
market of England” (Aubrey 1763, Defoe 1710). Rocque 
gives a clue as to the agricultural importance of Farnham 
by showing it as having two watermills, one for corn, one 
a bore mill (Figure 4), indicating the use of fertiliser in 
this agricultural district. Indeed, the majority of windmills, 
sixteen out of twenty-eight, and a considerable number of 
watermills (mostly unnamed as to use) are in the Weald 

Figure 3.
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Clay area. Six windmills are shown in London, and there 
is a corn mill at the mouth of each main river entering the 
Thames. Clearly corn and corn milling figured highly in 
the area and London provided the great influence. 

Pasture
As a rough measure, pasture can be taken as being the non-
arable areas of Figure 3. Despite the dominance of corn in 
the Weald Clay area, the geology is reflected in the high 
number of streams and therefore also in a considerable 
amount of riverine pasture, allowing a prosperous mixed 
farming economy. To the north of the Downs these 
pastures become more extensive as the valley plain widens 
– Rocque names Woking and Wallsom Meadows. More 
extensive areas of grazing are found on the commons 
and heaths, which were very numerous and formed an 
important part of the landscape at that time. Young, 
writing at the same time as the publication of Rocque’s 
map, gives details of a farm in this area (unfortunately no 
location is given), consisting of “about 300 acres of which 
240 were ploughed; it kept 12 working horses, 8 oxen, 300 
sheep, with right of commonage; 30 cows and 9 fattening 
beasts”. This at once indicates the importance of arable, 
the prosperous nature of the farming and the vital common 
rights for keeping the sheep which were more numerous 
on the Downland heaths and commons. The number of 
cattle was also considerable, Young remarking upon the 
great many cows in this country”. One cannot study this 
map without getting an impression of a high level of 
agricultural activity in all parts of the county, excepting 
the seemingly empty heaths of the Bagshot Beds.

Heaths and commons
The areas of heaths and common are clearly marked with 
both symbol and name, and shown to be very extensive 

north of the Downs, particularly in northwest Surrey. 
James and Malcolm, writing an agricultural review in 
1798, give an acreage of heaths and wastes in 1700 as 
120,000 which had fallen little by 1794 when 96,000 
acres remained.13 Rocque was clearly impressed with the 
engrossing of this land, for it is the only occasion where 
he shows any change in the size of his fields. The small 
plots of the encroachments and associated single dwellings 
are revealed as already making considerable inroads- 
scarcely a heath is unaffected (Plate 1). The pull of the 
demand from a rapidly growing London was making corn 
farming a profitable venture, with expansion of production 
by increased acreage the dominant response. Rocque also 
provides a record of several commons and greens which 
now remain only in name.3

Woodlands
Rocque had developed his own system of representation 
and in his symbol for woodland he used a style which 
foreshadowed that of the Ordnance Survey, making him, 
as Lynam recorded, ahead of his time.14 The Weald is 
shown as the most wooded area, though the largest areas of 
woodland are near Abinger and may have been coppiced 
for the local iron industry (vide infra).

Field boundaries
The depiction of field boundaries is not common for the 
large scale county maps but is a very important feature as 
it shows the extent of enclosure by distinguishing between 
hedged and open borders. Although Rocque’s fields are not 
accurate, the distribution of these boundaries can be taken 
as valid. Unfortunately the attempt to fill in common fields 
by ‘roads without hedges’ is confused by downland which 
is also unhedged, and this is not a very reliable guide. 
Unlike Rocque’s Berkshire map there is no distinction 

Figure 4.

SOC_Bulletin_vol_50.indd   52 22/05/2017   09:05



SoC BULLETIN Vol 50  53

made between early piecemeal enclosure and later more 
regular fields.9

Parkland
By the late eighteenth century some of the more substantial 
landed gentry owned several farms, farming one and 
letting the others, and among this rising aristocracy were 
those who made their fortune in London and now lived in 
their own parks in the peaceful southern counties. Rocque 
records twenty parks in Surrey, each clearly named 
and outlined, of which the largest, by far, is Richmond. 
Figure 5 shows a clear relationship between the parks and 
turnpiked road communication with London, indicative of 
the political power of the wealthy.

Industry
Commentaries on Rocque have emphasized agriculture 
to the virtual exclusion of industry, yet the information 
Rocque gives is most valuable, coming at a period in which 
the famous Weald iron industry was in the last stages of 
decline, yet showing that Surrey was not as badly affected 
by this loss as might appear- certainly in comparison with 
Sussex, for to the north of the Weald other industrial areas 
were practically unaffected and mostly remained well into 
the next century. 

Rocque shows, in all, 117 mills15 yielding the 
following information:

 Watermills: Watermills: Watermills 
 Use given No use given
Corn 10 49 28
Paper 7
Copper 6
Powder 4
Iron 3

Iron wire 2
Wire 2
Steel 2
Rake 1
Patching 1
Snuff 1
Bore 1
TOTAL 40
Total number of mills: 117

Their distribution reveals a number of rural industrial 
areas. The most striking and most truly industrial, is that 
concentrated on the River Wandle, which for its total 
length of seven miles between Croydon and Wandsworth 
in London was the most industrialized river in the country. 
By 1609 it already had twenty-four corn mills supplying 
one-third of London’s needs and by 1845 forty different 
undertakings were in operation of which over twenty-five 
per cent were for callico printing.11 Rocque shows only 
fifteen mills here, clearly under-representing the actual 
number, and no mention is made of the calico industry for 
which this was at that time the leading area in the country.11 
Nevertheless, what is plotted is still valuable, for Rocque 
depicts all six of ‘his’ copper mills along the Wandle, 
perhaps a reflection of their impact on the landscape in 
the form of pollution,17 while the Victoria County History 
of Surrey only records one, the copper mill of Merton 
Abbey, marked by Rocque, and first mentioned by Aubrey 
in 1719. Other concentrations are not so clear but six more 
areas can be defined. The largest of these is a zone to 
the west and southwest of Godalming which shows four 
of Rocque’s paper mills – reflecting the primacy of this 
industry which was particularly focussed on Godalming’s 
pre-eminent white-brown paper production – a zone of 
great importance for paper in England.

Figure 5.
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It is also the scene of the nearly finished iron industry 
– the Victoria County History records a dispute over 
payment towards turnpiking of the Portsmouth road in 
this area in 1767, a date which it then thought was the last 
positive date of the continued existence of the iron industry, 
later amended to 1797, but for the Abinger works. These 
Rocque has depicted, together with the old mill pond. This 
area, with the coppice woodland, makes a second area of 
declining importance.

Thirdly, there is the mouth of the River Mole, of 
interest for its iron wire and wire mills, probably using iron 
brought along the Thames. Its powder mills link up with a 
fourth area, the Hogsmill River (source near Epsom) which 
had four wheels, each working two mills (V.C.H.) The 
gunpowder industry outrivalled and outlasted the Surrey 
iron industry – though Rocque does not show the mills 
at Chilworth, downstream from Abinger, which survived 
the longest. The Surrey powder industry had a monopoly 
position in the country in the time of Elizabeth I. Both the 
above areas have corn mills, and bring in the theme of 
agricultural industry, already noted for Farnham, and also 
around Dorking, where a number of mills are situated near 
the Mole Gap through the chalk, and probably represent 
corn mills preparing the wheat from the Weald Clay belt 
for easier transport to London.

The variety of industry is also indicated by Rocque 
and is added to by his depiction of extractive industries 
– brick kilns on the clay deposits and gravel and chalk 
pits. Clearly Surrey cannot be regarded as simply an 
agricultural county, for Rocque’s map reveals a high level 
of industrial activity which other sources reinforce with 
greater detail, though some of the mills he shows may well 
be unrecorded elsewhere.

Settlement
The large scale county maps of the eighteenth century 
assume great value in their depiction of settlement, for 
they come at a period in which the settlement pattern 
and intensity reflected the peak of rural life, and before 
the accretions of the last 200 years which have both 
masked this pattern and shown the pull of the growing 
urban centres on a vastly increased scale. This is broadly 
indicated by comparing Rocque’s depiction of settlement 
with more recent maps.6

While Rocque cannot be taken as accurate in the 
siting of all his dwellings, the general pattern revealed is 
certainly trustworthy – the sites of churches are normally 
accurate, and it is more the site of the odd building than 
the number of houses that is in doubt. The information is 
sufficient to illustrate different village types and picks out 
the isolated settlements on the newly engrossed heathlands.

Communications
Inland communications at this period were largely 
dependent upon the condition of the roads. The large 
scale maps were the first to show the pattern of local roads, 
but their high density by no means indicates an efficient 

network – even with reference to the increasing number 
of Turnpikes. Young thought that to use such a word was 
a “prostitution of the language” and accounts of their 
often terrible condition are numerous. Though several 
of Rocque’s minor roads seem fictitious, a great many 
of them can be followed ‘bend for bend’ on a modern 
Ordnance Survey map – many being now marked as mere 
tracks or paths. His ‘milestoned’ roads now all represent 
major ‘A’ roads (Figure 5), illustrating the permanence 
of the main communication lines. Of vital importance to 
Surrey was the Wey Navigation, extended from Guildford 
to Godalming in 1762 -that it should appear on the map is 
an indication of the up-to-dateness of Rocque’s work.

Conclusion
Through careful study, Rocque’s map of Surrey begins 
to come to life and consequently becomes a direct help 
in developing one’s perception of the area. It brings also 
a clear spatial framework into which other sources of 
information can be added, so developing an-invaluable 
picture of the past. The large scale eighteenth century 
county maps are an ‘essential’ tool to the geographer, but 
a great deal of work still needs to be done on this long 
ignored subject, work that will doubtless prove both 
academically and spiritually rewarding.
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15. Where Rocque has marked ‘mills’ this has been taken 
to represent two and probably under-estimated the 
actual number.
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